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Review
Martin Campbell-Kelly, Mary Croarken, Raymond Flood, Eleanor Robson, The History of
Mathematical Tables, From Sumer to Spreadsheets, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2003.
Mathematical tables are among the more prosaic objects of scientific and bureaucratic life, easily taken
for granted, and yet all the more deserving of historical exploration because they seem to exist outside
of time. To contemporary mathematicians they are perhaps infra dig, but that is because their importance
is above all practical. For centuries they have eased the path of calculation for astronomers, surveyors,
actuaries, seafarers, merchants, bankers, statisticians, and others who deal regularly in quantities. The
two-dimensional array as a receptacle for the storage and recovery of numerical data goes back almost
4500 years to the ancient Near East, as Eleanor Robson shows in her contribution to this volume. Martin
Campbell-Kelly, in a history of spreadsheets with which the volume closes, suggests that the electronic
computer has brought an end to the era of the printed table, since the values of mathematical functions
and even of data are more conveniently accessible with keyboard and monitor. But if the printed table is
dead, the table may yet have a long life in this new form.
Aficionados may find tables interesting as objects, but they are especially so in use. In the contem-
porary era of large software corporations, a great deal of information about who invests in numerical
representations is gathered up systematically by marketing departments. Earlier volumes of logarithms
or of the normal curve involved no such relationship of calculators and users, and the records of what was
done with tables may be hard to find or widely dispersed. The greatest disappointment of the book under
review is its relative lack of attention to contexts and modes of use of tables. It tends rather to view tables
as artifacts, rather as an art historian might view a painting, as a thing to be interpreted and possibly to
be placed in a historical trajectory. The authors are interested also in how tables were prepared, including
the forms of human and mechanical labor that went into them. Charles Babbage’s design for a difference
engine provided the template for functioning machines built in Sweden, Germany, and America, which
found intermittent use in statistical offices in the later 19th century. These machines were delicate me-
chanically, and even the more standardized calculators produced beginning in the late 19th century by
Brunsviga and other manufacturers required skilled operators. The mathematical operations they could
carry out directly were quite limited, and this was necessarily reflected in the algorithms that governed
their use.
The same, however, was true of the human computers who performed this role before there were
machines, and who later often operated the calculators. Gaspard Riche de Prony’s operation to calculate
tables for decimalized angular measures in the 1790s involved a division of mathematical labor that is
by now well known. Hairdressers, put out of work by the Revolution, are the most famous of the human
computers, and the work had to be reduced to simple arithmetic operations that they were capable of
performing. In the Depression of the 1930s, a Mathematical Tables Project in New York supported by
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addition and another, more skilled, that could also subtract. Labor-saving mechanical calculators were
low priority for the WPA. As David Alan Grier explains, a calculation generally involved the circulation
of paper from group to group as each performed the operations in which it specialized. This was dull
and fatiguing work, subject to an infinity of errors, and required painstaking checks that might take the
form of repeating the calculations or of finding and comparing the differences between adjacent entries.
But errors could creep back in when the results were set in type, and yet again in subsequent printings,
as Doron Swade points out, since typesetters were rarely willing to consign their precious type to long
periods of disuse. The technology of stereotypes eventually allowed greater permanence of what should,
after all, be immune to the changes of fickle history. “An undetected error in a logarithmic table,” wrote
John Herschel in 1842, “is like a sunken rock at sea yet undiscovered, upon which it is impossible to say
what wrecks may have taken place.”
The History of Mathematical Tables provides a general introduction to the subject, the first such book
of which I am aware. I would also mention Andrea Rusnock’s Vital Accounts (2002) for the history of
demographic and medical tables. The papers in the volume under review contain a good deal of new
information, but are written at an introductory level, with sidebars to bring novice readers up to speed
regarding basic historical or mathematical background. The book does not put forth any bold conjectures
about the relation of tables to broad patterns of economic or political development. Most of the authors
are from Britain, and much of the book is devoted to British developments. This focus, I think, is partly
justified by the role of the British in this history, but we are left to draw our own conclusions about
whether the nation of shopkeepers was a distinctively tabular one.
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